Integrating Palliative Care Into Oncology: A Way Forward.
Patients with cancer have complex physical, psychosocial, and spiritual needs that evolve throughout their disease trajectory. As patients are living longer with a diagnosis of cancer, the need is growing to address the morbidity due to the underlying illness as well as treatment-related adverse events. Palliative care includes treating physical symptoms as well as addressing psychosocial and spiritual needs. When these needs are addressed, the quality of care improves, costs decrease, and goals are aligned between the medical care provided and the patient and family. However, how best to integrate palliative care into oncology care is still an area of investigation. The authors conducted a literature search, including randomized clinical trials and practice reviews, to evaluate the evidence for integrating palliative care into oncology care. Barriers to integration as well as sustainable paths forward are highlighted. The authors also utilize case studies as representative examples of integration. Current studies demonstrate that integrating palliative care into oncology care improves symptom control, rates of patient and family satisfaction, and quality of end-of-life care. However, for systemwide integration to be successful, commitment must be made to quality improvement, an infrastructure must be built to support palliative care screening, assessment, and intervention, and stakeholders must be engaged in the program. In addition, value must be demonstrated using metrics that affect quality, care utilization, and patient satisfaction. Even though most US cancer centers have a palliative care program, palliative care remains limited in scope. An integrated approach for palliative care with oncology care requires a systems-based approach, with agreement between all parties on shared common metrics for value.